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LONG HOURS. HIGH EXPECTATIONS. INCREASING DEMANDS. INTENSE SCRUTINY: PRINCIPAL ISSUES

GUILFORD SCHOOLS FACE GROWING TURNOVER 

   New Kiser Middle principal Tony Meachum pulls into the school parking lot at 6:30 a.m., knowing he has a particularly long day ahead.

An unexpected construction problem quickly makes his day even longer. Meachum, who has spent the last two years as principal of Oak View Elementary in High Point, gets the problem settled in time to interview job candidates from 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. After a quick lunch at his desk, he holds scheduled meetings with returning teachers until 7 p.m. He then returns about 20 phone calls to parents and holes up in his office to finish some paperwork. He gets home about 1 a.m.

   Meachum isn't the only local principal working hard to fit into a new environment. When Guilford County Schools' 2002-03 school year starts Monday, more than one-third of schools will have new principals, following equally heavy turnover in 2001-02. Educators say a variety of factors - retirements, a lack of job security and increasing pressure to produce - are to blame, but most agree that the job has become more difficult and the hours longer in the past 10 years.

   The constant shuffling of principals can be frustrating for teachers looking for consistent direction, although they say finding the right principal is key to making a school successful.

   Principal turnover, though steady in the past decade, has increased to record levels during the past two years.

   Superintendent Terry Grier made 35 principal appointments in the 2001-02 school year, the most since the 1993 creation of a countywide school system. An equal number of schools already have new principals this year, and that number could grow if Grier has to make any midyear replacements as he did last year. Experts say principal-turnover rates are climbing across the country, particularly in large school districts like Guilford County.

   Matching a principal and a school isn't easy, Grier said, but it's one of his most important duties as superintendent. This spring, he and staff members met with parents and teachers at schools with principal vacancies to see what they wanted in a new leader. Armed with that input, Grier tried to find a principal who he thought could mesh with people at the school.

   Demands, hours growing

   When Grier first became a principal - in Beaufort County in 1978 - people skills weren't a prerequisite. Back then, principals ran the school's day-to-day operations and left instruction to teachers.

   ``There was a saying, 'The principal takes care of buses, books and behinds,' meaning discipline,'' Grier said. ``You took care of buses, you took care of discipline, and you made sure the books were distributed.''

   That changed in the 1990s, when states instituted high-stakes testing and began holding schools accountable for results. North Carolina's ABCs of Public Education program, for example, evaluates schools and distributes teacher pay bonuses based on test scores. New federal standards spelled out in January's landmark Elementary and Secondary Education Act will require schools to post minimum passing rates or face sanctions, such as allowing students to transfer to another school.

   The push for greater accountability forced principals to take a much stronger role in instruction. But that didn't mean they could give up any existing duties.

   ``It has become a more complicated job,'' said Peter Magnuson, spokesman for the National Association of Elementary School Principals. ``There are more functions principals are responsible for than even five years ago.''

   Twelve- to 16-hour days aren't uncommon for principals. According to Michelle White, public affairs specialist for the National Association of Secondary School Principals, U.S. principals spend an average of 65 hours a week at work.

   Those hours take a toll, particularly on principals with children of their own. Without hesitation, Meachum said he would return to the classroom if he could support his family on a teacher's salary.

   ``Teachers put in long hours, too, but a lot of times, they're able to adjust their schedules, maybe grade papers at home with their families,'' Grier said.

   On the hot seat

   Being a public school principal is a lot like being an NFL coach. Both face high expectations, intense scrutiny and little job security.

And like pro football coaches, most principals change schools frequently. Nearly three-fourths of the district's principals have been at their school two years or less.

   Some find a school that better fits their interests. Meachum, for example, wanted to return to middle school because he started as a middle school teacher. Others may feel burned out at a particular school and need a change of environment. A few are moved - or demoted - because they aren't meeting expectations.

   Grier said most struggling principals get in trouble because they can't work well with adults, particularly veteran teachers.

   ``We want to find principals who have good people skills,'' Grier said. ``That's the most important part of the job.''

   New Southeast High School Principal Keith Kremer agrees that relating to staff members is a key part of the job. So when he came to Southeast from Moore County earlier this summer, one of the first things he did was distribute a detailed three-page survey to all employees.

   ``Think about all the (academic) degrees we have at this school,'' Kremer said. ``Putting those brains together is to my advantage.''

   Principals who don't work well with teachers may not have long to catch on since the standard North Carolina principal contract is two years.

   ``Even good people are keeping their options open,'' Kremer said.

   A recent spate of retirements hasn't helped stability, either.

   Seventeen veteran principals, including Andrews High School's Jerry Hairston, Dudley High School's Ken Thompson and Grimsley High School's Jane Teague, have retired in the past two years. Grier said 47 more district principals will be eligible to retire in the next five years.

   Constantly switching principals isn't easy for teachers or parents.

   Tim Munnerlyn has worked with three principals in his four years teaching math at Kiser. The school has remained one of the district's highest-performing middle schools on state tests, but Munnerlyn said little things, such as school rules and procedures, keep changing every year.

   ``It's been hard because we haven't had any consistency,'' he said.

   Meachum agrees that the constant changes have been hard on his staff. However, he hopes to close the revolving door.

   ``He's told us he wants to have the longest tenure of any principal in Kiser history,'' Munnerlyn said.

   Recruiting a challenge

   Filling these vacancies is getting tougher, Grier said.

In years past, principals who left the teaching ranks could at least depend on a hefty raise. But a new Educational Research Service survey found the salary gap between veteran teachers and new principals to be shrinking. As a result, fewer teachers aspire to become administrators.

   According to the study, released earlier this month, the median U.S. teacher salary is $42,300, while the average new elementary school principal salary is $50,865.

   State lawmakers, including those in North Carolina, have raised teacher pay significantly during the past decade. The elementary principal association's Magnuson said that though these raises are deserved, they have made the principal's job less appealing.

   Most educators naturally find teaching more rewarding since they can have a direct, lasting impact on students. Without a meaningful pay raise, many feel they're giving up too much - and taking on too many headaches - by leaving their classroom for the principal's office.

   Grier said the district must work harder than ever to find enough quality candidates.

   ``You're lucky to have two or three strong candidates for a particular job, whereas years ago, you might've had eight or 10,'' he said.

   So, how do school systems slow the turnover rate - or at least find replacements?

   Magnuson said districts can help reduce principals' workloads by hiring more assistant principals and allowing veteran teachers to pick up some administrative duties.

   Schools in places like Albuquerque, N.M., Knoxville, Tenn., and Grand Rapids, Mich., have gone one step further by dividing principal duties among two or more people.

   One generally acts as a business manager, handling things like bus routes, budgets and cafeteria management. The other co-principal oversees classroom instruction, curriculum and staff development.

   But many districts lack the money to add more assistant principals. The Guilford County Board of Education eliminated 16 assistant-principal positions in June as part of a large package of job cuts designed to balance the budget.

   Although being a principal always will be a tough job, Grier hopes a new district program will better prepare prospective school leaders.

   About 30 teachers enrolled in the Future Leaders Academy, which began earlier this year. Participants learn practical skills they'll need for a principal's job, like scheduling and budgeting. Grier hopes the training program will allow the district to hire about 70 percent of its new principals from within the district.

